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The Law-Gospel Tension in Jeremiah
THEODORB M. LUDWIG

T

he relationship between judgment and
grace is a Jmic question in Biblical
interpretation. God's fierce judgment and
His unconditional grace stand side by side
in the Biblical testimony, and on unresolved tension exists between these two
aspects of God's self-disclosure. The tendency among Bible scholars today is to
tty to resolve this tension by building a
"bridge" between judgment and grace, by
some theological interpretation which demonstrates that God's judgment on His
people leads directly to their salvation.
In the study of the Book of Jeremiah the
tension is commonly resolved by the idea
of God's judgment as a disciplinary measure; the destruction of Judah and the exile
of the people cause the nation to repent
and bring about their salvation. This solution takes away the tension between judgment and grace by merging the rwo.
They are, in effect, the same thing.1
This study will attempt to show from

the theology of Jeremiah that there can be
no easing of the tension between judgment
and grace. Full judgment and full grace
stand side by side in the divine plan, having their unity in God Himself. The
Lutheran Symbolical Books insist on the
important hermeneutical principle: 'The
two docuines [Law and Gospel] belong
together, and should also be urged by the
side of each other, but in a definite order
and with a proper distinction" ( FC SD V) .
Full Low and full Gospel stand side by
side in unresolved tension, without any
merging or without any softening of either.
This is an important theological key to the
testimony of Jeremiah and oil the Biblical
writers.
THI! LEITMOTIV OF JBRBMIAH'S MESSAGIJ

From his call experience Jeremiah receives both his authority to be Yahweh's
personal messenger and the basic clements
of that message. The authority is completely from God. The divine wonder of
election and procreation took place when
Jeremiah had no existence at all by himself (1:5). Jeremiah objects to his calling
as "a prophet to the nations," but Yahweh
brushes aside his objections without giving
any reason. Complete obedience is required. Yahweh places His powerful Word
in Jeremiah's mouth and gives the prophet
his commission:
See, I have appointed you this day over
the nations and the kingdoms,
to pluck up and to break down,
to destroy and to overthrow,
to build and to plant (1:10).

1 Another '"brid,ge" used especially for Amos.
Isaiah, and Miah, is the idea of the '".remnant,'"
a IID&ll smup of people which survives the judsmenr and, purified by ir, experiences salvation.
Cf. Franz Hesse, '"Amos 5:4-6:14 f.," z,;,.
sd,ri/1 fiir ,;. 11l1t•si.mn1li&htl Wiss.,,selu,f1,
LXVIII (1956), 16; and Roland
''I.e de Vawc,
'reste d'lsrael' d'apra les pm~"
Bibliq,,•, XI.II (1933), 526, 538, who poor
ays,
"le llesce esr comme le
qui ielie la menace
du chlrimenr l la pmmesse de .restaurarion."
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As the plenipotentiary to the nations he is
to pluck up and break down; but he is also
to do exactly the opposite by building and
planting. As Yahweh's prophet he is to
carry out the functions of divine judgment
and divine grace. He is able to perform
this dialectical aisk because the prophetic
\Vord has been placed in his mouth, the
Word which burns and smashes as it shapes
history and creates the future (23:29;
5: 14). Thus the activities of destruction
and creation, which seem so contradictory
to the human mind, are united in the
divine plan of action. There is no idea of
a chronological succession here; both activities are simultaneous.2
In one of his inaugural visions ( 1: 11,
12), Jeremiah sees a rod of almond, and
Yahweh gives him the interpretation:
"I am watching over My Word to perform it." Although some connection may
be intended between the almond tree as the
first to awaken in the spring and Yahweh
who is waking over His Word,1 the main
accent seems to be on the similar sound
of the two words,
("almond") and

,~!'

iP-fd

( "watch over," cf. Amos 8: 1,2). Yahweh is giving His personal assurance that
the word the prophet is to proclaim will
be an effective word. The power of God
goes with His Word, and He will see to

• Amir Weiser, "Du Buch des Prophecea
Jeremia: Kapitel 1-25:14" in D.s A.lie Test..
D••tseh,
,,,.,.,
ed. Artur Weiser, 4rh ed. (Gottinsen: Vandenhoeck
Ruprecht,
and 1960),
XX,
p. 8, atatl!s, 'The wonder of God's [Brace] con•
aim precisely in
that it is at work in His
aas of jucfsmenr, building anew while destruc•
tion is being wrousht, creating new life in rhe
middle of rhe collapse [of the old]." (GeUM
J.,;,. l,,s1el,1 tl.s Go11e1111•111ln, tlas ;,. J.,,.
Gni&bt J;. G11.Je Go11,s •• Werl isl, ,I;. 1111f•
,,.,,,, ;,,'-1,,, lie urstorl, · - ,,,;,,.,. ;,,,,
111111 ••us Z..l,e11 sdH,61.)
a Cf. George Adam Smirh, Jnn,illh, 4rh ed.
(New York: Harper & Brothen, a. cl.), p. 85.

u.,.,.
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it that His Word accomplishes its goal of
breaking down and building up (cf. Jer.
31:28; 44:27). 'The word over which
Yahweh is wakeful is the word of threatening as well as the word of promise and
hope." 4 The revelation given in his call
became the leitmotiv of Jeremiah's whole
career as Yahweh's prophet.6 In his mission to the nations he was to enter into
the divine work of judgment and grace by
proclaiming the prophetic word which
Yahweh would make effective in rearing
down and building up.
THB ELECI10N·RBJECI10N TENSION

Like the great prophets before him, Jeremiah connected the judgment which Yahweh was bringing against Israel directly
with Yahweh's election of Israel. As Weiser srates, 'Thus God's wrathful judgment
upon the faithless people is to be understood as the complement to His election." •
The people of Israel were well aware of
their election. Even though the northern
kingdom met destruction, the people of
Judah held fast to the Davidic promises
and the security implied in Yahweh's
choice of Zion. The deep popular belief
in the indestructibility of God's people
and the inviolability of Zion became a
guiding principle even in Judah's political
policy. The people misunderstood Isaiah's
insistence that Yahweh would "rescue"
' John Skinner, Propbe"J •
s,.,;.,
;,. IN Li/• of /erfflillb
rhis

Reli1iorl:
(Cambridge:

University Press, 1922), p. 32.
a So Curt Kuhl, Tbe Prophets of lm,el,
uans. Rudolf J. Ehrlich and J. P. Smirh (Richmond: John Knoz Press, 1950), p.106.
a Weiser, XX, p. mi: So isl Gou.s Zont1•rkb1 ;;l,er t/111 ,re,,,,r6ehi1• Voll Ills tlie Kehrsm•er til! rwbl••I GoU
t1nml,n. Cf.
W. Cnam•nn, n;. 1!111Ulidl-1 ties Gerkhts1etlale111 l,n tin ,Ju,s~l,n Propbeln
(Giessen: Alfred Topelmann, 1915), p.89,

•s -
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Zion (ls.31:4,S), and it became onhodox
doctrine that Jerusalem would stand forever. Bright remarks, "It is entirely likely
that Jeremiah's bitterest opponents (26:
7-11) were small-minded disciples of
Isaiah not half up to their master's
stature!"'
Thus Jeremiah had to contend with a

pervened view of Israel's election; he had
to oppose the "dogmatics of a guardian
deity." 8 The people's blind hope in their
election knew no bounds. For example,
when the Babylonian army temporarily
lifted its siege of Jerusalem to attend to
the Pharaoh of Egypt, the people were
convinced of the validity of their popular
dogma: "Surely the Chaldeans will stay
away from us." But Jeremiah knew that
the covenant could and would be broken,
and so be told the people:
Even if you should smite the whole army
of Chaldeam who are fiahtins apimt you,
11Dd there remained of them only wounded
men, each man in bis tent, they would
rise up 11Dd burn this city with fire.
(37: 10)

In Yahweh's counsel it did not hold true
that Ismel's election implied their indeSttUct1"bility. In faet, jUSt the opposite was
true, according to Am.or/ dictum: ''You
only have I known of all the families of
the earth; therefore I will punish you for
all your iniquities• (Amos 3: 2). Their
election was not a sign of security but of
tension, for to be drawn into such an intimate relationship with Yahweh was to be
muquely exposed to the burning fire of
His righte0US11CSL The made in Jer.11:
T John Briabr, .ti Hislor, of l..Z (Philadelphia: Tbe 'Wesaninarr Piea. 1959), p. 311.
I MutiD Baber, Tl# Prot,hdk P-1,, cramwed fmm die Hebrew bJ Carlyle WiUDD-Davia
(New Ymk: Tbe M•cmiJl•a (:ompaaJ, 1949),
p.178.

15-17, though it presents textual problems.
shows strikingly the relationship between
election and judgment:
What right bas my beloved in my house,
when she bas done evil devices?
Gm vows [a"'7!tl for Cl~=l11QJ and sacrificial
flesh
cnuse your evil to pass from you,
that you might then exult?
"A fresh olive tree, fair with goodly fruit,"
Yahweh called your name;
but to the sound of a mighty storm
He will kindle a fire upon her,
and its branches will break.
For Yahweh of hosts, who planted you,
has pronounced evil against you.
The judgment is the reversal of the election: Yahweh rejects His own people!
From this abrogation of election flows
both spiritual and physical judgment. The
people's sin itself is part of Yahweh's
judgment: "Have you not brought this
upon yourself? ••• Your wickedness will
chasten you, and your apostasy will reprove you" (2:17-19). Alongside this
spiritual judgment is the physical desuuctlon of the people. During his early ministry Jeremiah proclaimed a fierce destruction which was breaking upon Israel from
the north ( 1: 13f.; 4: S if.; S: lS if.; 6: 1 ff.,
22). Some scholars feel that Jeremiah
wrote these oracles in reference to the
hoards of Scythians, who, according to
Herodotus, were erupting into the Near
East at this time.• However, the evidence
suggem that Jeremiah is not referring to
a historical nation at all; the descriptions
of an invading army easily pass over into
the popular features of the Day of Yahweh
• B.g., Smhb, pp. 73, 110ff., 381-383;
S. lL Driwr, .It• lfllrtHl•aio• to d• ~
of 11# OU T•n.-1, 1891 (New York: Tbe
Meridiaa IJl,mq, 1956) I PP. 252-253, Sida•
aer, pp. 39 ff. Heiodocm, I, 103-106.
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( n,n, c,, ) with
•

its eschatological over-

I

tones (4:13.ff.,23.ff.; 25:15.ff.). Of course,
when the Babylonian threat grew imminent, Jeremiah proclaimed that Yahweh's
plan included the use of this nation to
destroy His people. But the important
truth lies in this that it was no fateful
march of history that spelled the ultimate
doom for this tiny nation of Judah; it was
Yahweh Himself, plucking up and breaking down the people of His own possession, who destroyed Judah in judgment.
This is what gives Jeremiah's proclamation
of judgment its fearful tension: ''Now it
is I who speak in judgment upon them."
( 4: 12)
SALVATION DY JUDGMENT?

Precisely at the point when the people
are doomed to destruction, the surprising
thing happens, for alongside the oracles of
judgment appear unexpected oracles promising full salvation for the people.10
Many scholars today think the problem
is solved by viewing the judgment which
Jeremiah proclaimed as a disciplinary judgment. Sanders, for example, finds the key
in Jeremiah's use of the word "191D,
("discipline"). The destruction of Judah
causes the people to repent, and then God
brings them salvation.11 This view of
~9m is summed up by Sheldon H. Blank:
As employed by the prophets and especially, among chem, by Jeremiah, the word
m,uir is a technical term; it means a
calamity, visited by Goel upon a person
10 On die audienddty of mme of these
"oracles of ulvadon" see J. Muilenburs, "Jeremiah the Piopber," Th l ~ 1 ~
of lh• B;l,I., ed. Georae Arthur Buttrick (New

York: Abinadon Press, 1962), D, 830-834.
11 Jim Alvin Sanden, "Sufferiq u Divine
Discipline ia the Old Temment ancl Poat-Biblic:al Judaism," Col6M Ra&nsm D;,,;,,;,,
SdJool B.U.m,, XXVDI (19'5), 641f.
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or a nation, a calamity which, if humbly
accepted and correctly interpreted, may
serve as a lesson and from which, if the
lesson is learned, salvation may result.12

Thus the tension between judgment and
grnce is resolved, for the two a.re in essence
the same thing: "Judgment is Salvation." 1•
It is true that Jeremiah proclaims the
judgment as part of God's plan of salvation. However, he does not attempt to
resolve the tension between the judging
and the saving activity of Yahweh. Yahweh tears down, and He builds up; both
activities are juxtaposed without any lessening of the full impact of either. To be
sure, Jeremiah does make considerable use
of the verb "19:, "to discipline;• and the
corresponding noun, "191D • However, a
study of the usage shows that in almost
every case these words and related concepts
arc used to document the people's inability
to repent. "In vain have I smitten your
children; they took no discipline, "191D
"correction;• (2:30; d. 17:23; 32:33; 35:
13; 7:28; 30:11-13). In fact. instead of
making the people repent, Yahweh's discipline makes their hearts grow even
harder:
You have smitten them,
bur they felt no anguish;
you have consumed them,
but they refused to take correction.
They have made their faces harder than

rock;
they hive refused to repent ( 5: 3) .

Since Jeremiah stoOd in the succession
of the prophets of judgment. sent to proclaim the doom of the nation and thus
force the people to a decision of life or
Ibid., p. 9.
'1"hil is die oftm iepeated theme of J. A.
Suder's book. Th• Oltl T•,,._,
Crou ;,, 1h
(New York: Harper and Biomen. 1961),
passim.
12

11
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death, be proclaimed the "it may be,"
I of repentance until the very end

'~~M

(d. 26:3; 36:3, 7; 42:10). But it never
became a reality, for the people's hearts
bad become so hardened that they could
not tum back to Yahweh. Jeremiah probed
beyond the individual misdeeds and uncovered the essential sinful nature of the
people. As Cossmann says, "In Jeremiah's
understanding, sin is not primarily the
individual aa, but rather a disposition in
the life of the individual and the people
which is not subject to self-improvement." 14 This proclivity to evil made
Israel's repentance impossible. They refused to be shamed (3:3; 6:15) and kept
on protesting their innocence (2:35).
There were some outward signs of repentance; the great reform of King Josiah
based on the Deutcronomic I.awbook was
undertaken early in Jeremiah's career. But
Jeremiah condemns these halihearted effortS as hypocrisy: "Judah did not return
to Me with her whole heart, but in
pretense, (iplln), says Yahweh" (3:10;

.....

cf. 5:2; 8:8).111 Their sin is engraved on
their heart with a pen of iron (17:1,9).
The prophet, sent as an assayer and tester
among the people, finds that the refining
process is in vain, for the people arc
wholly wicked: "'Refuse silver' they arc
called, for Yahweh has rejeacd them"
(6:29,30). They tum away in "perpetual
apostasy" (8:5-7). There is no hope that
their sinful nature can be changed: "Can
H Cossmann, p. 161: I};. Sii11,h isl ihm 111
.,.. Biflulllll, sOfltlnr,, .;,. habitus ;,,. L-1,n
,hs ri,,,i:.J- """ IUI Voli•s. s;. 1,:bt,61 nr,e,,
Zfllltnlll, ,hr iri11n B•ss•,_I fibi1 isl.
111 On the relatiombip of Jeremiah ID J01iab'1 reform. see Adam C. Welch, J-W,: His
ThN Hu Wori (Oxford: Bail Blackwell,
1955) • pp. 76-96.

the Ethiopian change his skin or the
leopard his spots? Then also you will be
able to do good, who art wont to do evil"
(13:23). The verdict is non ,Poles non
,peccare.10 There can be no salvation by
discipline, and therefore Yahweh must destroy the people in judgment.
SALVATION IN JUDGMENT

Jeremiah proclaimed unmitigated judgment which would completely destroy the
people. But at the same time he proclaimed full, creative grace which would
bring about salvation for Israel. TI1e salvation comes completely from God"s side,
in a new act of creation.11 The proclamation of unconditional grace does not take
away in the least from the fierceness of
the judgment. The judgment must be
rotal so that the grace may be total. Thus
the word of judgment and the word of
grace- so contradicrory to human logichave their unity in the divine activity as
God brings His purpose of salvation to
completion.
Salvation in judgment-this is the theme
of the great colleaion of oracles known as
the "book of consolation" ( chs. 30, 31) .18
10 Cf. Weiser, XX, p. 118; and Adolphe
Lods, Tb• Propb•ts ,md, 1h• Ris• of J•d.um,
trans. S. H. Hooke (London: Roudedgc and
Kcgan Paul, 1955), p. 170.
n Paul Volz, D•r ProPh•I J•rt1millh, 3d ed.
(Tiibingcn: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck],
1930) I P. 49.
18 Some scholars attribute only portions in
the book of consolltion ID Jeremiah. It may
have passed through a compliClltcd process of
cditiDB; but it fits well into the general lines of
Jeremiah's theology, for the message is the same
one revealed co Jeremiah in his call: Yahweh
tears down and builds. Cf. Hans Schmidt, "Die
Grossen Piopheten," pan 2 of Dill St:bri/lm d•s
T•st11mn11
Alln
ir, A#IUlllbl ••• iib,ws•IZI •""
Jiir d;. G•1••11111rl •riJ.rl, 2d ed. (Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck and Ruprech.t, 1921), II, 3,8;
and Weiser, XXI, 273-27,.
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These oracles contain the full tension between judgment and grace, summed up
in this statement:
Alas for that day is so great,
there is none like it.
It is a time of uibulation for Jacob,
and out of it ( ~~1 ) he shall be
saved (30:7).
''That day" points to the whole range of
God's activity in carrying through His
purpose, that unique divine activity which
has the inner tension of judgment and
grace. Therefore "that day" is dialectical,
for "Jacob's day of distress is the aitical
time of [for] salvation." 10 It is precisely
in the midst of judgment that God aeates
salvation for His people.
The oracle in 30:12-17 gives a good
example of divine logic. Because of the
people's sin Yahweh has dealt them the
blow of an enemy, an incurable wound
(30:12-15). The judgment is complete.
''Therefore," says Yahweh, "I will restore
health to you, and your wounds I will heal"
(30:16, 17). The One who destroyed them
in judgment recreates them in grace. This
is summed up in the oracle recorded in
31:28:
And it shall come to pass that as I have
watched over them to pluck up and to
break down, to overthrow, destroy and
bring evil, so I will watch over them to
build and to plant, says Yahweh.
The climax of the book of consolation,
the new covenant oracle in 31: 31-34,
spells out Yahweh's activity in judgment

and grace.
Behold, the days are coming, ays the Lord,
when I will make a new covenant with
the house of Israel and the house of Judah,
not like the covenant which I made with
11 Ibid., XXI, 277: ,U. "NOIUil" Jaol,1 in
,U. Kruis n • Hnll
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their fathers when I took them by the
band to bring them out of the land of
Egypt, My covenant which they broke,
though I was their husband, says the Lord.
But this is the covenant which I will make
with the house of Isro.el after those days,
says the Lord: I will put My law within
them, and I will write it upon their beans,
and I will be their God, and they shall
be My people. And no longer shall each
man teach bis neighbor and each his
brother, saying, "Know the Lord," for they
shall all know Me, from the least of them
to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will
forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.
The fact that there would be a new covenant meant that the old covenant would
be desuoyed in judgment. The promise
that Yahweh would give the people new
hearts meant that the old beans must be
destroyed. But here is the great wonder,
"that in the very center of His no stands
God's grand yes." 20 God steps in and
aeates a new people with new beans,
a people who will respond with new hearts
to Yahweh's loving mercy.
Jeremiah proclaimed this message in
many other ways. While Jerusalem was
under siege, he bought a .field that was in
the possession of the Babylonian army
(32:6-44). The destruction was going to
be complete (32:31), yet God was going
to create new people and bring complete
salvation (32:36-42). God will heal the
very sinful nature which brought about the
judgment (3:22). Although Yahweh will
destroy the Davidic kingdom and make
a radical break in history, yet He will
recreate His people under the rulership of
the righreous Branch (22:24-23:6). In
20

Volkmar Hemtrich, Jfffflil, J,r P,ophd

*""
1na Volj (Giicersloh: C. •'1PJsm•aa,
1938), pp. 52-54: us1 •1 milln .., N.,,

US 6ttJII• , . G011•1 .,,,,_
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his letter to the exiles already in Babylon
(ch. 29) Jeremiah indicares that God will
watch over His word of promise and bring
about their restoration - but only after
a period of 70 years (29:10), a relative
amount of time assuring a complete break
brought about by the judgment.
Thus Jeremiah proclaims salvation in
judgment. There is nothing to ease the
tension between these two activities of
God. They stand side by side, having their
unity in the unsearchable purpose of God
for the ultimate salvation of His people.
The tension is based in God Himself.
TuB PASSION OP THB PROPHBT
The pcnonal life and emotion of Jeremiah are recorded in great detail. He was
invited to have a share in the divine activity of tearing down and building up
(1:10), and this meant that he was personally involved in the tension between
· judgment and grace, both from God's side
and from the people's side.
Jeremiah was completely taken up into
the divine anmsel and purpose. He stood
in the muncil of Yahweh (23:18), and
his life was shattered by Yahweh's Word
(20:9; 23:9). God overpowered Jeremiah.
In describing this, Jeremiah uses the legal
terms for the seduction and raping of
a woman, nna ("deceive") and Pin:

..

-·

"O Yahweh, You deceived me, and I was
deceived; You forced me, and You prevailed" (20:7).U In many oracles it is
difficult to dm:anine whether Yahweh or
Jemniah is the speaker (d. 4:19-22; 5:31;
8:18-9:2; 10:19-21; 12:7-13). Jeremiah's thoughts and emotions have merged
with Yahweh's; his prophetic sympathy
U Cf. Haiold Kniaht. T6• H•'"- ProllNI# Corudo,u,,.11 (Loacloa: Luaerwortb

Pias. 1947), p. 140.

with the divine pathos is such that no
sharp disrinaion is needed between the
oracle of Yahweh and his own outbursts
of feeling.22
Jeremiah also had a strong sense of
solidarity with the people. He prayed for
the people even when Yahweh had forbidden him to do so ( 14: 11 ff.), and he felt
one with them in experiencing the coming
judgment (6:22-26; 8:14; 9:16ff.). His
solidarity with the people was so strong
that he "did not hesitate to hurl at his God
the bluntest accusations of unfairness" :ia
(cf. 4:10). Jeremiah himself knew what
it was to have an incurable wound (15: 18),
but he also experienced the recreating
power of Yahweh's grace (15:19-21; 17:
14). In him, as a representative of the
people, Yahweh's saving activity in judgment and grace was realized to an unusual degree. (Cf. Is. 6:5-7.)
·
Because Jeremiah stood both on Yahweh's side and on the people's side, he
experienced terrific tension in his life, the
tension between judgment and grace. The
so-called confessions of JCl'Cmiah, unique
in prophetic literature, illustrate the inner
debate which he carried on with God in
this tension. He begs God to take vengeance on the people (11:20; 15:15; 17:
18), yet he bemoans the trouble he has
caused the people (15:10). He accuses
Yahweh of being a mirage and a deceiver
(15:18; 20:7), and he curses the day of
his birth (20:14-18). It is significant that
22 Gerhard von llad, T6t10lo1'- tl•s lllln
T.,,.,,,.,,,s (Miiachen: Cbr. Kaiser, 1960), II,
204; Aubrey ll. Johnson, Tb• 0"• ail 16•
Af•117 ;,, lb• lsr•lil• Coff"1Jliot1 of Goll, 2d eel.
(Cardiff: University of \Vales Press, 1961),
p. 36; and Kaishr, p. 139.
21 John Bright, Th• Ki•1tlo• of Goll: IN
Bil,liul Co,,e.S,I ll'llll Ill l,f-;,,,
16• Cl,,,,.,;I,
for
(New York: Abinadon Press, 19,3), p. 118.
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this last confession ends in deepest woe.

There is no resolution of the tension that
pervades his life. The pain-producing doubleness remains to the end.
Yet it is dear that Jeremiah's suffering
is an important part of his message. Much
prominence is given to his sufferings
throughout the Book of Jeremiah, but it
is especially in the cycle of stories in chapters 37-45, apparently part of Baruch's
memoirs, that the theological message of
Jeremiah's suffering becomes apparent.
This cycle of stories presents the dose of
Jeremi:ih's career as a record of futility.
All his efforts fail, and he disappears from
the scene in utter frwtration, compelled
to spend his last days in Egypt with a
group of idolatrous Israelites. This is not
mere biogmphy; it is passion history, designed to show that suffering was one of
the primary elements in Jeremiah's oflice.2'
And the key to this passion history is
given at the end, in the form of an oracle
from Yahweh to Baruch:
Thus says Yahweh, the Goel of Israel, to
you, 0 Baruch: You said, ''Woe is me!
for Yahweh bu added sorrow to my pain;
I am weary with my groanins, and I find
no rest." Thus shall you say to him: 'Thus
says Yahweh: Behold, what I have built
I am brcakins down, and what I have
planted I am pluckins up, that is, the
whole land. And do you seek great things
for yourself? Seek them not; for, behold,
I am bringing evil upon all flesh, says
Yahweh; but I will give you your life u
a prize of war in all places to which you
may go." ( 45 :2-5)

Baruch and Jeremiah were sharing in God's
own sufferings, and their pain and frustration was part of the pain and frustration
:u Johann Jakob Scamm, D111 Lritln tin
U•1dJ.Ui1n ;. Bd,lo• _, 11,wl (7.ilrich:
Zwiqli-Verlq. 1946), p. 72.
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of their God_::i;; The prophet's life of suf.
fering refiects the corresponding tension
between judgment and grace in God Him-

self.
Goo's

SUFFERING LoVB

Jeremiah indicates tl1at the tension in
God between His wrath and His love
causes indescribable suffering-and this
suffering is redemptive! It is God's suf.
fering love, His love which suffers in COD•
flier with His wrath, which brings redemption for His people. Thus the conteot of
God's suffering love must inevitably be in
the aoss.
Jeremiah goes to great lengths to describe the sharp antithesis between God's
love for His people and their auel rejection of Him. Throughout their history God
has been getting up early 0:nwn, "penis-

· •-

tently," and sending prophets (7:1:5,25;

11:7; 25:3; 35:14; 44:4)." He waited
and listened closely in hopes that He would
hear an answer to His calling (8:6). He
even dosed His eyes to Israel's lmloay,
for He thought, "After she bu done all
this, she will mum to Ml!" (3:7). Yet
without exception all of Yahweh's Oftftures of love proved to be in ffin, and
Israel rejectedCreator,
her
Preserver, Father, and Husband.
Therefore Yahweh's spurned love tumed
to hatred: "She has lifted up her voice

.. -·

against Me; therefore I bate bet" (n•nMlltP)

( 12: Sb). As Eichrodt ays,

But the very greatness of the offer ii what
makes the situation so perilous; for 10ft
that seeks the ultimace response. the amrender of the penoaal will, c::umot bat
Ill

Von !lad, p. 220.

N Cf. H. H.

RowleJ, TH Pllill, ol llfWI:

AI/IUU of Oltl T•11t1tlUfll Tl,o,,1h1 (Loadoa:
SCM Piea, 1956), p. 91.
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desuoy those who resist it. Condemnation
.ia always close at hand.2 7
But the struggle between Yahweh's love
and His wrath causes frustration aod suffering, and Jeremiah becomes very gr:iphic
in describing this. God suffers the hurt
of a doting father whose daughter spurns
him (3:19,20). He has to bear die taunt
of the people: "O Hope of Israel, its
Savior in time of trouble, . • . why are
you like a man confused, like a mighty
man who is not able to save?" (14:8,9a).
He aies out in sorrow: "I have given the
beloved of My soul into the hands of her
enemies" (12:7b).28 Yahweh's lament in
10:19,20 is explicit:
Woe to me on account of my hurt!
My wound is very grievous.
Aod I said, "Surely this is an affliction,
aod I will bear it."
My teat is desuoycd,
aod all my cords are broken;
My sons have gone forth from me,
and they are not.
Chapter 45, in which God tells Baruch
that his sufferings are only a pale reflection of the far greater sufferings of Yahweh, has already been discussed. '"Ihere is
hardly a passage in the Old Testament
which gives us a more impressive glimpse
of the eternal aoss in the heart of God." n

The passage interpreting God's suffering

Jove is 31:20: God's everlasting love (31:
3) continues to battle with His wrath, producing intense sufferin& and out of this
suffering comes the salvation of Israel
n Walther Eichrodr, Theoloa of IN OU
aamlaled from the German mm
edition hr J. A. Baker (loodon: SCM Press,,
1961), I, 254.
• Cf. K W. Robinson, Th• Cro11 ;. th•
OU T..,,_.., (london: SCM Pias. 1955),

T..,,_..,,

p.183.

• Ibid.. p. 186.

Is Ephraim My deu son?
Is he My darling child?
For as often as I speak against him

On ,,n,),
• I -

I surely remember him still

( 'Ti»

u:i:i,r~ -,;:,!) .

Therefore my inward parts are pained
for him;
I must have mercy on him!
Here the divine saving process is described.
God must speak against His people, destroying them in judgment; yet His love
causes Him to remember them graciously.
TI1e tension between die wrath and love
produces intense pain. The verb n~~
literally me:ms "growl," "be in commotion"; often it is used for intense sorrow
of the heart (Is.16: 11; Jer. 48: 36; 4: 19).30
And precisely out of this divine suffering
comes the salvation of Ismel. The infinitive absolute shows the compulsion of the
result.31 Yahweh issues the decree: "I must
have mercy on him." There is no human
reason for this salvation; it came forth
from the suffering of God, the suffering
which redeems His people. ( Cf. the similar passage in Hos.11:8,9.)
Therefore the suffering love of God as
described by Jeremiah is an eloquent witness to die Cross of Christ, where this
process of salvation was realized in concrete form. The Japanese theologian Kitamori, using Jer. 31: 20 as the basis for
what he calls "the theology of the pain
of God," states:
Jeremiah states here that God still loves
Bphraim, who rebelled against God, and

ao Martin Luther, WA, Dnlst:h• BiHI, U 1,
295, translates: "Darum bricht mir mein Hera:
geaenim."
11 Cf. Elmer A. Leslie, ].,.,,,;.I, (New
York: Abiqdon Pias. 1954), p. 105.
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the Love toward sinners who rebel apinst
Him is the love revealed in the Cross of

Christ."
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fcssions: 'The two docuioes [Law and
Gospel] belong together, and should also
be urged by the side of each other." Today,
therefore, judgment and grace must be
proclaimed rogether, without any confusing or roning down of either. For, as
Roehrs states, "Io the Bible He expresses
and reveals Himself and His relationship
to us in the same unfathomable 'doubleness' of His holy judgment and loving acts
of redemption and salvation." a:s

Thus it is seen that d1e theological key
to the juxtaposition of judgment and grace
in Jeremiah's preaching is the suffering
love of God which redeems His people.31
Seen in this light, Jeremiah's prophetic
description of salvation can shed light on
Christ's atonement. God works in full
judgment aod full grace to accomplish salIf in the preaching of the church the
vation - this is the message of Jeremiah;
and God's wrath and His love are seen love of God is stressed to the exclusion of
in dleir fullest expression in the Cross of His jealousy and wrath, the Cross of Christ
Christ. In Christ the two lines come to- becomes dispeDSllble, for the Cross .results
gether, the suffering of God and the suf- from the full working of both God's wrath
fering of men. Christ unites both into one and His love. It is not God's "immediaten
supreme passion 115 the representative of love that saves; it is God's love made to
the people and 115 God Himself. The par- suffer by the apparent tension with His
able of the wicked husbandmen (Mark 12: wrath that redeems. If the church, on the
1-12) shows that He continues the line of other hand, suesses the Law of God while
the suffering prophets, and God's own negleaing His love, a theology of judganguish is seen in His lament over Jeru- ment results, in which man is aved besalem's rejection of Him. (Luke 13:34, 35; cause God leads him to repentance.
19:41-44)
By proclaiming total judgment and total
the full impact of the Bibgrace together
The mystery of the resolution of mis
problem is, according to Jeremiah, carried lical doctrine of salvation is achieved. Man
back within the divine Being, and its is judged, put to death together with any
produa is salvation - not in the form semblance of worth on his pan; the deof the vicrory of God's love over His wrath struction is complete. But God stepS in
but in the form of redemptive suffering." and recreaces him, bringing him to life by
We return to the statement of the Con- grace. The Sacrament of Baptism is a
vivid ponrayal of this process. There is
12 Kuob KibUDOri, 'The TheoloBY of the a tension between this judgment and this
Pain of God," l•PII• ChristiM,
XIX grace. juxtaposed in the preaching '>f the
(1953), 318. See also Richard Meyer, 'Toward
a Japanese TbeoloSY: Ki1a1DOri'1 TheoloBY of church. But at the center stands the Cross
the Pain of God," CoNa>JU>JA THBOLOGICAL of Christ, the concrete expression of God's
Momm.Y, XXXIII (1962), pp. 261-272.
suffering love, the symbol of full judgmrnr
113 Weiser, XX, pp. mii, miii.
and full grace.
M For a somewhat diJferent interpretation of
Tokyo, Japan
Luther's undemanding of this problem see Gus-

Q••''"~•

taf AulEn, Chnsl#I Vielo,:
Historie.Z
A•
St•th
of th• Th,n Jlfa• T~s of th• 1,1,. of th•
Ato••"'•"'• translated by A. G. Hebert (London: SPCK. 1931), p. 130.
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